MARVELOUS MEXICO

Contrast and Color in an Ancient Indian Land

The Kcpublic of Mexico lies hall in the tropics, and its climate varies amaz-
ingly, Irom the dry cactus plains along the Rio Grande to the rank jungles
on the Guatemalan border. Though a very mountainous country, it is sur-
prisingly fertile, and can produce crops as different as wheat and rubber.
No land is more splendidly endowed with mineral wealth. Cortes and his
Spanish adventurers came to Mexico for gold; they found plenty of it, and
silver in far greater abundance. More recently, fortune-hunters sought oil
along- the Gulf of Mexico, and often acquired wealth only less fabulous than
that of the Aztecs whom Cortes despoiled. As a republic Mexico is not much
more than a hundred years old, and there are still serious problems to be
solved before the Indian and Spanish elements of her population can be
welded into a true democracy.

MEXIO) is a land of strange ex-
tremes, where dirt and cleanli-
ness, poverty and riches, ignorance
and culture are to be found side by side.
The very landscape is rich in contrast, for
the variation in altitude of this half-
tropical country is so great that the soil
will produce every fruit grown between
the Arctic Circle and the Equator. In the
low valleys one finds wide fields of sugar-
cane, and on the mountain slopes fields
of wheat. The mining country is very
broken and rocky, with scarcely a sign
of vegetation. There arc dense jungles
in the south, and vast cattle ranges in the
arid northern regions, lloth the Pacific
coast and the shores of the Gulf of
Mexico are hot and sandy, but inland
rises a great plateau five thousand feet
high, spotted with lakes large and small,
and topped by snowy volcanoes. Only
two mountains on the continent are
higher than Orizaba, which measures
well over 18,000 feet. Mexico had in
ancient times a remarkable civilization.
It possesses amazing ruins of temples,
tombs and palaces, and pyramids that
rival those of Egypt Essentially an
Indian land, it represents a combination
of that ancient culture and the European
civilization which the Spaniards brought.
Added to these elements is the influence
of present-day industrial life, so that
modern Mexico presents an extraor-
dinarily interesting picture.

Before the Spanish conquest, northern
Mexico was inhabited by pueblo Indians

like the tribes of Arizona and New
Mexico. In Yucatan the Mayas from
Guatemala built many great cities, of
which the most famous was Chichen
Itza, founded in the sixth century. Its
terraced temples and colonnades are orna-
mented with boldly carved sculptures and
strange hieroglyphics. The Mayas kept
manuscript records too, and developed a
literature. They were skilled craftsmen
and accurate astronomers. Different
tribes in turn occupied the Valley of
Mexico on the central plateau, or mesa.
Among the earliest were the Toltecs,
whose great buildings remain to baffle
archaeologists. At San Juan Teotihuacan
near Mexico City are colossal pyramids
and temples, ruins of a great city which
may well have existed before the Toltecs.
The Aztecs later became rulers of the
tableland, absorbing much of the earlier
culture. The chief defect of their elab-
orate, organized civilization was a body
of religious principles based on human
sacrifice. But they were handicapped in
two other ways. They had no beasts 01
burden, and they did not know how to
smelt iron, though they used gold, silver,
bronze and stone very skillfully, while
their feather-work was surpassingly
beautiful.

When Hernando Cortes landed near
Vera Cruz in 1519 he had less than seven
hundred soldiers, and it is amazing to
learn that such a handful could overthrow
the powerful Aztec empire. But the in-
vaders were greedy for gold, and had